40,000 tons of palm oil. Rice crusts are manufactured by one Xi'an food company, with an annual production of about 30,000 tons, requiring around 10,000 tons of palm oil [3] . Production of these instant foods is expanding, and it is believed that in Beijing there are more than thirty assembly lines for this purpose, with another forty or so planned (M. Yang, personal communication, 1992).
Besides the large-scale production of convenience foods, almost all other snack foods (both Western and Chinese style) require vegetable oils in their preparation. Palm oil can be used in these items; the actual amount is not known, but annual consumption should be large. In addition, palm oil has been used for manufacturing imitation breast-milk powder, with an estimated 1,000 tons per year needed for this purpose.
Trials have begun on the use of palm oil in manufacturing margarine and shortenings. Preliminary trials conducted jointly by the Palm Oil Research Institute of Malaysia and the Xi'an Research Institute for Fats and Oils of the Ministry of Commerce found that products containing about 40%-50% palm oil could be produced satisfactorily [3] . This work is continuing, and the use of the oil in such applications should expand.
Palm oil is not used to any significant extent in domestic cooking in China, mainly because of its high melting point. Since the annual average temperature is between 10°C and 24°C, the oil is frequently in a semi-solid or solid state at room temperatures, while Chinese housewives prefer liquid oils. In addition, people are used to vegetable oils with specific flavours, such as peanut and sesame oils, whereas palm oil has no characteristic taste.
A way to introduce palm oil into household kitchens is to blend palm olein with other vegetable oils. In fact, blends containing palm oil are being sold in the market, but most of them are manufactured by small local factories, so their production is limited and their quality unknown. A collaborative project between the governments of Malaysia and China is being planned to investigate blending palm oil with various liquid vegetable oils, with the hope of identifying a product that will appeal to Chinese housewives in its liquidity, colour, and flavour, while at the same time ensuring a nutritionally balanced fatty acid composition [3] .
Despite reports in recent years by many authors in different countries on the biochemical and nutritional role of palm oil and its effects on human health, they are little known to the Chinese public. The stability of palm oil and its capacity to extend the shelf life of foods, its high content of vitamin E, especially the tocotrienols, its lack of hypercholesterolaemic effect, and its possible beneficial effect on the normal function of blood platelets [4, 5] , are not familiar to the Chinese. In view of the increasing demand for and consumption of palm oil, there is urgent need to inform consumers through the mass media of the oil's technical and nutritional properties.
Consumption of edible oils in China is low compared with the industrialized countries. With rapid improvements being brought about through economic reforms, the living standards of Chinese people are rising, resulting in many changes in daily life, including increased consumption of oil. The annual consumption of vegetable oil in 1990 was 9 kg per capita according to a diet study conducted in 12 southern and northern provinces by the Institute of Nutrition and Food Hygiene, Beijing [6] , which is over two times more than that reported in 1982 [7] . The 1990 study also found that dietary fat calories constituted 21% of total calories, which is considered ideal. However, this applies to the eastern part of the country, where the population density is high, with about 47% of the total population, and where the economic conditions are better. Conditions are different for the other half of the population, living in the vast western area. Therefore, the figure may not be representative of the actual average intake of the whole population; annual edible oil consumption of 6-7 kg per capita may be a more reasonable estimate.
